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ABSTRACT 

Changes in the relationship between educational attainment 
and work-life earnings over the past 25 years were examined by using data 
from the Current Population Survey (CPS) to construct synthetic work-life 
earnings. CPS data collected in March 1998, 1999, and 2000 were analyzed by 
age, sex, full- or part-time work experience, race, Hispanic origin, and 
educational attainment groupings. The synthetic estimates were created by 
using the various study groups’ 1-year annual earnings and summing age- 
specific average earnings for people aged 25-64 years. The resultant totals 
represent what individuals with the same educational level would expect to 
earn on average in 1999 dollars in a hypothetical 40-year working life. The 
following were among the key findings: (1) earnings increase with educational 

level, with average annual earnings ranging from $18,900 for high school 
dropouts to $25,900 for high school graduates, $45,400 for college graduates, 
and $99,300 for workers with professional degrees; (2) earnings differences 
by educational attainment compound over an individual’s lifetime; (3) the 
educational gap between women and men is narrowing; and (4) educational 
attainment and work-life earnings vary by sex, race, and Hispanic origin. 
Detailed information about the study assumptions and limitations and the 
computational procedure are included. (Contains 10 tables/figures.) (MN) 



Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made 
from the original document. 
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Special Studies 



Does going to school pay off? Most peo- 
ple think so. Currently, almost 90 percent 
of young adults graduate from high 
school and about 60 percent of high 
school seniors continue on to college the 
following year. People decide to go to 
college for many reasons. One of the 
most compelling is the expectation of 
future economic success based on educa- 
tional attainment. 

This report illustrates the economic value 
of an education, that is, the added value of 
a high school diploma or college degree. It 
explores the relationship between educa- 
tional attainment and earnings and demon- 
strates how the relationship has changed 
over the last 25 years. Additionally, it pro- 
vides, by level of education, synthetic esti- 
mates of the average total earnings adults 
are likely to accumulate over the course of 
their working lives. 

These synthetic estimates of work-life 
earnings, which are based on data from 
the Current Population Survey (CPS), are 
illustrative and do not predict actual 
future earnings. The synthetic work-life 
earnings are “expected average amounts" 
based on cross-sectional earnings data for 
the preceding calendar year by age, sex, 
full- or part-time work experience, race, 
Hispanic origin, and educational attain- 
ment groupings, as collected in the March 
1 998, 1 999, and 2000 Current Population 
Surveys (CPS).' The synthetic work-life 



'This report refers to “work-life earnings" rather 
than “life-time earnings." The latter would account 
for the probability of life events, which might alter 
the average number of years people work, such as 
early death or accidents leading to disability. 



“Synthetic" estimates of work-life 
earnings are created by using the 
working population’s 1 -year annual 
earnings and summing their age-spe- 
cific average earnings for people 
ages 25 to 64 years. The resulting 
totals represent what individuals 
with the same educational level 
could expect to earn, on average, in 
today’s dollars, during a hypothetical 
40-year working life. A typical work- 
life is defined as the period from age 
25 through age 64. While many peo- 
ple stop working at an age other 
than 65, or start before age 25, this 
range of 40 years provides a practi- 
cal benchmark for many people. 



estimates are thus based on 1 997-1 999 
earnings data and are shown in terms of 
“present value" (constant 1 999 dollars). 2 
These synthetic estimates are shown in 
detail in three tables at the end of this 
report. 

EDUCATION AND EARNINGS 

We are more educated than ever. 

In 2000, 84 percent of American adults 
ages 25 and over had at least completed 

2 See the Methodology section of this report for a 
detailed explanation of the limitations of these esti- 
mates. The estimates in this report are based on 
responses from a sample of the population. As with 
all surveys, estimates may vary from the actual values 
for the entire population because of sampling varia- 
tion, or other factors. All statements made in this 
report have undergone statistical testing and meet 
Census Bureau standards for statistical accuracy. 
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